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Banning electronic devices: Security or economic protectionism?

The Arab Summit in Amman will be different

Opinion

I
s the Trump administra-
tion’s new travel ban – not 
on people flying out of the 
Middle East but on their 
electronic devices – a sneaky 
game of economic protec-

tionism dressed up as security?
It is a loaded question. Secu-

rity is literally a matter of life 
and death. It is dangerous for 
laypeople to be overly sceptical 
of any government’s regulations, 
especially when they are ostensi-
bly meant to keep people safe from 
terrorist attacks.

So, to the specifics of US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s new travel 
ban.

In-cabin electronic devices 
larger than a cellphone will not 
be permitted on US-bound non-
American carriers originating in 
Amman, Cairo, Istanbul, Jeddah, 
Riyadh, Kuwait City, Casablanca, 
Doha, Dubai and Abu Dhabi.

This is puzzling for a number of 
reasons.

Why single out nine Mid-
dle Eastern, North African and 
Turkish airlines, flying from ten 
airports in the Middle East?

Why include Abu Dhabi airport 
on the list of potentially danger-
ous originating airports when it is 
one of 15 across the world to em-
ploy US Department of Homeland 
Security preclearance techniques?

Why allow electronic devices 
supposedly too dangerous for 
the cabin to travel in an aircraft’s 
hold?

Could the device in the hold not 
be triggered by a determined pas-
senger’s cellphone in the cabin? 
After all, many smartphones, 
which are not banned, have the 
same capabilities as larger elec-
tronic devices.

Do supposed terrorists only ever 
take direct flights to the United 
States and only from Middle East-
ern airports?

Do supposed terrorists have a 
marked and demonstrable prefer-
ence for Middle Eastern carriers?

The Trump administration has 
not satisfactorily addressed any 
of these questions. Instead, it has 
hinted vaguely at intelligence that 
al-Qaeda and others (perhaps Al 
Shabab in Somalia) have managed 
to miniaturise explosives and 
implant them to be more or less 
undetectable in electronic devices.

This is a terrifying thought and 
enough to silence anyone who flies 
internationally or has family and 
friends who do. So the fact that the 
Trump administration’s new travel 
restrictions have prompted vocal 

suspicion rather than quiet grati-
tude for the American president’s 
pastoral care speaks volumes of 
his perceived credibility.

Even though the United King-
dom has joined with the US in 
imposing similar but slightly 
different prohibitions on direct 
flights originating in some Muslim 
countries, it is Trump’s ban that 
remains under public scrutiny.

Its inconsistencies and partisan-
ship are leading many to ask if the 
ban enshrines economic protec-
tionism, a form of war, against the 
Gulf’s devastatingly successful 
airlines and airports.

Remember, Emirates, Etihad 
Airways and Qatar Airways – all 
three on the Trump list — are 
pretty successful. They outstrip US 
carriers in terms of value, service 
and positive customer image. 
Turkish Airlines, also targeted by 
Trump, is the world’s largest car-
rier in terms of number of coun-
tries served. In terms of airports 
affected by Trump’s ban, Dubai, 
Abu Dhabi, Doha and Istanbul 
have become important world 
hubs.

Last year, Dubai handled 83.6 
million travellers, making it the 

busiest airport in the world in 
terms of international passengers. 
Its total growth in the last 16 years 
was a staggering 423%. Istanbul’s 
biggest airport, the main hub for 
Turkish Airlines, has been grow-
ing even faster than Dubai.

US carriers have long accused 
their Gulf counterparts of unfair 
competition in terms of massive 
subsidies from their governments. 
Is it a coincidence that just weeks 
before this new ban, US airline ex-
ecutives met Trump? Was it hap-
penstance that he referred during 
the meeting to the “very unfair 
situation” created by competition 
“subsidised by governments, big 
league”?

Politics, not national security, 
has driven many of the Trump 
administration’s decisions. A 
rudimentary, rather Darwinian 
form of budgeting has led Trump 
to propose the slashing of pro-
grammes to prevent famines in 
Somalia and northern Nigeria. 
Trump’s budget director, Mick 
Mulvaney, justified the deaths 
that might result as follows: 
“The president said specifically 
hundreds of times… I’m going to 
spend less money on people over-

seas and more money on people 
back home.”

And raise money from overseas 
to spend on defence at home?

Trump’s new ban is likely to 
push many of the Gulf carriers’ 
most loyal customers towards US 
airlines, which will enjoy a new 
subsidy from the American gov-
ernment in terms of preferential 
security regulation. Passengers 
bound for the US from destina-
tions outside the Middle East will 
start to shun Dubai, Abu Dhabi 
and Doha for European airports 
unaffected by the stigma of the 
ban.

The Middle East’s shining suc-
cess — in flying high in the age of 
mass air travel — will dim some-
what.

The Fly America Act requires 
travel funded by the US govern-
ment to use American carriers as 
far as is possible. This security 
restriction, a new form of protec-
tionism, is a fly America act for the 
whole world.
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T
he 28th Arab League 
summit will take place 
in Amman amid 
complex political and 
security issues in the 
region making it 

imperative for Arab leaders to 
agree on a common vision so as to 
preserve their national interests.

According to the rotation sched-
ule, it was Yemen’s turn to host 
this ordinary session. But it had 
to decline due to the ongoing con-
flict there and for lack of logistical 
means. Last October, Jordan’s 
King Abdullah II agreed to host 
the summit in Amman.

Most of the time, summit deci-
sions and positions are stated in 
such vague terms that member 
states often disregard them.

The Amman summit is ex-
pected to be different. Many Arab 
heads of state are expected to at-
tend. Diplomatic efforts by Jordan, 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia have led 
to the belief that some bilateral is-
sues, especially the recent dispute 
between Cairo and Riyadh, will 
be settled during the summit. 
Already, there are signs of  détente 
between the two countries. Saudi 
Arabia has decided to resume sup-
plying oil to Egypt at the rate of 
700,000 tonnes a month.

Arab League Secretary-General 
Ahmed Aboul Gheit announced 
some days ago that the Amman 

summit would produce an impor-
tant statement hinting that the 
heads of state were determined 
to patch up bilateral relations and 
close some political rifts.

Judging by the diplomatic activ-
ity in Cairo, the Palestinian cause 
is at the top of Arab priorities for 
the summit. The Palestinian cause 
has always garnered agreement 
among the Arab leaders. Taking 
advantage of Trump administra-
tion’s wish to rearrange its politi-
cal cards in the Middle East, Arab 
heads of state will want to place 
the Palestinian cause at the centre 
of any future arrangements with 
America. The US attitude towards 
it is still fuzzy and the Arab lead-
ers would want to adopt a com-
mon vision fixing the basis for a 
political solution in the Palestin-
ian territories.

Last February, King Abdullah 
II met with US President Donald 
Trump in Washington and reiter-
ated Jordan’s conditions for a po-
litical solution: Returning to the 
June 4th, 1967, borders, declaring 
East Jerusalem as the capital for 
the state of Palestine and ending 
colonies on Palestinian land.

Trump has indicated that he 
was not bound by the two-state 
solution, which previous US 
presidents had always favoured. 
Should Trump make good on his 
campaign promise to move the US 

embassy in Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, 
it would constitute a major turning 
point in US-Arab relations. Moving 
the embassy has always been on 
the agenda of US presidents in the 
past but they all refrained from 
doing it, lest they irrevocably dam-
age US relations with the Arab 
world.

The Palestinian cause will defi-
nitely dominate the debates at the 
next Arab summit. Israel contin-
ues to build colonies in flagrant 
violation of UN decisions and de-
spite international outrage. To add 
complexity to the overall regional 
picture, Iran and Turkey have 
lately taken moves to appropriate 
the Palestinian cause and play it as 
a winning card in the power game 
in the region. The Arab leaders 
will certainly not keep quiet about 
these developments and will 
certainly insist on keeping the Pal-
estinian cause within the sphere 
of Arab influence.

Also on the agenda of the Am-
man summit is the crisis in Libya. 
The consensus here is to encourage 
a political settlement and put an 
end to the chaos there, all within 
the framework of dealing with the 
terrorist threat in the region.

The Syrian crisis will be 
broached from the angle of the 
growing concern of the Arab heads 
of state about Iran’s expansionist 
policies. Syria will not be repre-

sented at the summit. Amman 
decided not to invite President 
Bashar Assad, thus avoiding direct 
discussions of the Syrian crisis.

Regarding Iran’s growing influ-
ence in the region, the Arab heads 
of state look favourably at Wash-
ington’s desire to contain Iranian 
influence in Iraq. Some Arab states 
are pushing for an Arab security 
alliance for the purpose of curtail-
ing Iranian meddling in other 
Arab issues. However, not all Arab 
states are in favour of the move.

With all of these concerns on 
the agenda, the final statement of 
the Arab summit will certainly be 
very different from the preceding 
ones. It will definitely include a 
condemnation of Iranian med-
dling in the region and will insist 
on the necessity of Iran’s with-
drawal from the Emirati islands. 
There will also be a call for an 
end to Iran’s meddling in Iraq, 
Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. Some 
Egyptian diplomats insist on the 
necessity for the summit to men-
tion concrete measures towards 
this end and on the necessity of 
returning Iraq and Syria to the 
Arab sphere. In addition, the Arab 
states have a vested interest in 
curtailing Iran’s presence and 
influence in Syria and Lebanon.
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Puzzling ban. The ticketing and check-in counters for Emirates airlines appear quiet at John 
F. Kennedy International Airport in New York, on March 21st.                                                                                                           (AFP)


